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(57) ABSTRACT 

A computer program product for managing email commu 
nications includes code to incorporate email tags into an 
email. The email tags uniquely identify the corresponding 
email and an email family of Which the email is a part. Auser 
interface uses the email tags to permit a user to vieW the 
email family in a graphical manner illustrating the relation 
ship among emails in the email family. Each email tags may 
further identify all direct email ancestors, if any, of its 
corresponding email communication. The user interface 
facilitates additional management tasks oriented to a family 
of emails including trimming branches in the email family to 
reduce redundancy and modifying last generation emails to 
include all attachments of the email’s ancestors. The email 
tags might include an index portion appended to a base 
portion Where the base portion uniquely identi?es the origi 
nal email and the index portion identi?es an email’s director 
ancestry path. 
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MANAGING EMAIL COMMUNICATIONS USING 
EMAIL TAGGING 

BACKGROUND 

[0001] 1. Field of the Present Invention 

[0002] The present invention is in the ?eld of email 
communication and more particularly managing a series of 
related email communications. 

[0003] 2. History of Related Art 

[0004] Email is a ubiquitous ?xture in home, business, 
education, and government applications. In the context of 
the present invention, emails are broadly classi?able into 
tWo categories, namely, originating or original emails and 
responsive emails. Responsive emails include tWo main 
categories: reply emails and forWarded emails. Each of these 
categories includes subcategories such as reply-to-all 
emails, reply-Without-history emails, forWard emails With 
and Without attachment emails and so forth. 

[0005] Anecdotal evidence suggests that a substantial per 
centage of all email communications are responsive emails 
and that “interactive” email communication is extremely 
prevalent. Interactive email communication refers generally 
to the practice of initiating a presentation or discussion of a 
particular topic or set of topics With a ?rst or original email 
that prompts at least one and typically multiple replies, 
responses to the replies, and so forth. As used in this 
disclosure, an interactive communication identi?es all email 
communications that can trace their origin, either directly or 
through one or more intermediate emails, to a common 

email (the original email). An interactive email communi 
cation may also be referred to herein as an email family to 
emphasiZe the relatedness of the emails comprising the 
family. The popularity of interactive email communication is 
attributable, at least in part, to the ease With Which respon 
sive emails, Which include all of the content of the preceding 
emails, can be propagated to others. 

[0006] An interactive email communication begins When 
an original email is composed and sent to one or more 
recipients. Each recipient of the original email may reply to 
the email, forWard the email to a neW recipient, or both. Each 
recipient of a reply or forWarded copy of the original email 
may likeWise reply to the email or forWard the email to 
another recipient. In this manner, a single original email may 
produce many “offspring.” 

[0007] Despite the pervasiveness of interactive email 
communication, conventional email applications and ser 
vices are generally lacking in useful facilities for managing 
interactive email communication. While conventional email 
applications may permit a user to sort emails based upon a 
sender’s address or a subject line, for example, such crude 
features are only minimally useful in managing email com 
munication in a manner that conforms to the manner in 
Which email communication is being used. It Would be 
highly desirable to implement a method and system that 
recogniZed the structure of interactive email communication 
and permitted user’s to manage emails accordingly. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] The identi?ed objective is achieved in the present 
invention With a computer program product (softWare) for 
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managing email communication. The softWare includes 
code for determining Whether an email is an original email 
or a responsive email and for incorporating or otherWise 
associating an original email tag With the email upon deter 
mining that the email is an original email. The original email 
tag uniquely identi?es the corresponding email. The inven 
tion further code that, upon detecting a responsive email, 
retrieves the email tag from its parent email (its immediate 
direct ancestor), modi?es the retrieved tag, and includes the 
modi?ed tag in the responsive email. The modi?ed tag 
preferably uniquely identi?es the responsive email and all of 
its direct ancestor emails. The original email tag may include 
a base portion containing information indicative of a time 
stamp associated With the original email and further indica 
tive of the author of the original email. In the case of 
responsive emails, the retrieved tag includes the base portion 
of the original email tag and an index portion Where only the 
index portion is modi?ed in each successive responsive 
email. The index portion of each successive responsive 
email may be formed by appending a character string to the 
index portion of the email’s parent. In this manner the index 
portion of each responsive email includes the index portion 
of its parent email and other direct ancestor emails thereby 
facilitating identi?cation of related emails. 

[0009] In another embodiment, the invention is a com 
puter program product for managing email communications 
that includes code for incorporating email tags into an email. 
The email tags uniquely identify the corresponding email 
and an email family, if any, of Which the email is a part. A 
user interface uses the email tags to permit a user to vieW the 
email family in a graphical manner illustrating the relation 
ship among emails in the email family. Each email tags may 
further identify all direct email ancestors, if any, of its 
corresponding email communication. The user interface 
facilitates additional management tasks oriented to a family 
of emails including trimming branches in the email family to 
reduce redundancy and modifying last generation emails to 
include all attachments of the email’s ancestors. The email 
tags might include an index portion appended to a base 
portion Where the base portion uniquely identi?es the origi 
nal email and the index portion identi?es an email’s director 
ancestry path. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0010] Other objects and advantages of the invention Will 
become apparent upon reading the folloWing detailed 
description and upon reference to the accompanying draW 
ings in Which: 

[0011] FIG. 1 is a conceptual illustration of an interactive 
email communication; 

[0012] FIG. 2 illustrates an email tag according to one 
embodiment of the invention; 

[0013] FIG. 3 illustrates email tagging for the interactive 
email communication of FIG. 1; 

[0014] FIG. 4 is a How diagram of a method of tagging 
email communications according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 

[0015] FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary user interface for 
an email application supporting interactive email commu 
nication tagging according to the present invention; and 
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[0016] FIG. 6 is a table identifying the ?elds of a base 
portion of the email tag of FIG. 2. 

[0017] While the invention is susceptible to various modi 
?cations and alternative forms, speci?c embodiments 
thereof are shoWn by Way of eXample in the drawings and 
Will herein be described in detail. It should be understood, 
hoWever, that the draWings and detailed description pre 
sented herein are not intended to limit the invention to the 
particular embodiment disclosed, but on the contrary, the 
intention is to cover all modi?cations, equivalents, and 
alternatives falling Within the spirit and scope of the present 
invention as de?ned by the appended claims. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0018] Generally speaking, the present invention is con 
cerned With tagging email communications in a manner that 
facilitates the management of such communications, and 
more speci?cally, facilitates management of email commu 
nications according to interactive email communication 
sequences. For purposes of brevity and clarity, the phrase 
“email communication” is synonymous With the Word 
“email” as used in this disclosure. Each original email is 
tagged With an original tag. The original tag is preferably a 
unique or highly-likely-to-be unique indicator of the corre 
sponding email. The original tag may be attached, appended, 
or otherWise included in the body or header of the original 
email. When an email responsive to the original email (or a 
descendant of the original email), is generated, the tag is 
extracted from the parent email (the email to Which the 
current email is directly responsive). A modi?ed tag is then 
created from the tag of the parent email and associated With 
the responsive email. The modi?ed tag preferably indicates 
the tag of the parent email and all direct ancestors of the 
parent email While simultaneously uniquely identifying (or 
highly-likely-to-uniquely identify) the responsive email 
itself. In this manner, emails that comprise interactive email 
communication sequences are identi?able and manageable 
by a common “base” tag and appropriate appendices thereto. 

[0019] Referring noW to the draWings, FIG. 1 is a con 
ceptual illustration of an interactive email communication 
suitable for illustrating selected components of the present 
invention. In FIG. 1, interactive email communication 
sequence 100 includes a set of email communications iden 
ti?ed by reference numerals 101 through 110. In this illus 
tration, email 101 represents the original email (also referred 
to as the base email). Original email 101 represents an email 
generated by its author “from scratch” and not as part a reply 
or other response to an email received from another. 

[0020] As illustrated in FIG. 1, original email 101 ulti 
mately resulted in the creation of additional emails 102 
through 110. Each of these emails is referred to for purposes 
of this invention as a responsive email. Responsive emails, 
as used in this disclosure, include reply emails and for 
Warded emails. Responsive emails may include emails of the 
“With-history” type and emails of the “Without-history” 
type. A With-history responsive email signi?es that the 
corresponding email includes the content of all of an email’s 
direct ancestors. Adirect ancestor email is any of the emails 
in the chain of emails to Which the email under discussion 
is responsive. Responsive emails that are Without history are 
treated distinctly as Will be discussed beloW. In the illus 
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trated eXample, emails 102 through 107 are With-history 
responsive emails While email 109 is a Without history 
email. Email 110 is Without history as to original email 101, 
but may be With history With respect to email 109. 

[0021] Interactive email communication 100 as depicted 
in FIG. 1 may be qualitatively described as folloWs. Origi 
nal email 101 is sent to one or more recipients by its author. 
A recipient of email 101 responds (email 102) to original 
email 101, most likely by reply (With history) to the author 
of email 101, but also by forWarding (With history) email 
101 to another and including the original email author on the 
distribution list. A ?rst recipient of email 102 responds (by 
reply or forWarding) to receipt of email 102 by replying With 
email 103. A second recipient of email 102 responds With 
email 104. A ?rst recipient of email 104 responds With email 
105 While a second recipient of email 104 responds With 
email 106. Arecipient of email 106 responds With email 107. 
For purposes of this illustration, each of the emails 102 
through 107 is assumed to be a With-history response. FIG. 
1 also illustrates a case of a Without-history response. 
Speci?cally, email 109 represents a Without-history response 
to email 107 While email 110 is a With-history response to 
email 109. 

[0022] Interactive email communication 100 as depicted 
in FIG. 1 illustrates that a single original email (101) may 
propagate a signi?cant number of related emails (emails 102 
through 110). Moreover, it is reasonable to assume that, as 
responsive emails, each of the emails 102 through 110 is 
related in some Way to original email 101. A feature of the 
present invention recogniZes the probable relatedness of the 
individual emails in an interactive email communication and 
incorporates an element into the emails that facilitates 
management of the interactive email communication as a 
Whole. In the illustrated embodiment of the invention, the 
element that facilitates this management includes an email 
tag. 

[0023] Referring noW to FIG. 2, an email tag 200 accord 
ing to the depicted embodiment of the present invention 
includes a base portion 210 and an indeX portion 220. A tag 
200 is included in each email generated or received. The 
base portion 210 of a tag 200 is generated and assigned When 
an original email is created. Each tag 200 is con?gured to 
uniquely identify the corresponding email. In addition, each 
tag 200 is further con?gured to uniquely identify all of the 
direct ancestors, if any, of the corresponding email. A 
responsive email (With history) includes the base portion 
210 and any indeX portion 220 of its parent email. 

[0024] Aconceptual representation of one implementation 
of base portion 210 of an email tag 200 suitable for use in 
the present invention is shoWn in FIG. 6. As a practical 
matter, the implementation of base portion 210 depicted in 
FIG. 6 does not strictly guarantee uniqueness, but is highly 
likely to uniquely identify the corresponding email. Speci? 
cally, base portion 210 depicted in FIG. 6 includes a set of 
seven ?elds 201 through 207, each of Which has a corre 
sponding value that depends on various factors including the 
author, sender, or originator of the original email, the date 
and time When the email Was sent or created, and Whether or 
not the email Was an original email or With-history response 
or a Without-history response. 

[0025] The ?rst ?eld 201 of base portion 210 as depicted 
in FIG. 6 is a three digit ?eld Whose value is determined by 
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the ?rst three character’s of the author’s email address or 
user ID. Note that the author referred to here is the author of 
the original email in an interactive email communication 
(e.g., the author of original email 101 in FIG. 1). Using the 
?rst three characters of the author’s user ID represents a 
compromise betWeen achieving highly unique email tags 
and minimiZing the siZe of each email tag. It is theoriZed that 
deriving an email tag from the ?rst three characters of an 
author’s user ID, in conjunction With date and time infor 
mation (described beloW), yields a tag that is suf?ciently 
unique for the vast majority of applications. Redundant 
email tags Would occur only if tWo users, Whose user IDs 
share the ?rst three character in common, sent emails at the 
eXact same time (Within one second of accuracy). If a 
particular application requires a greater degree of unique 
ness in its email tags, more characters from the user ID can 
be used. If absolute uniqueness is desired, for eXample, the 
entire email address of the author (including the domain 
name) could be used since duplicate email addresses are 
prohibited. 
[0026] Fields 202 through 206 are determined by the time 
and date of the original email. Typically, these ?elds identify 
the time and date When the original email Was sent, but they 
may alternatively indicate the time and date When the email 
Was created, last modi?ed, and so forth depending upon the 
implementation. The speci?c ?elds used in the depicted 
implementation include a one digit year ?eld 202, a three 
digit Julian date ?eld 203, a tWo digit hour indicator 204, and 
tWo digit minute indicator 205, and a tWo digit second 
indicator 206. The one digit year indicator used in the 
depicted implementation is determined by the last digit of 
the current year and is thought to adequately unique for its 
intended. Speci?cally, although the time and date ?elds 202 
through 206 do not specify a time and date that is absolutely 
unique, they do specify a time that recurs only once every 
ten years. In the conteXt of email applications, this degree of 
uniqueness is believed to adequate because it is unlikely that 
another original email Will be created or sent eXactly ten 
years (doWn to the second) after the creation or delivery of 
a previous original email. Moreover, it is also highly likely 
that most email communications Will not be retained for ten 
or more years in most commercial applications given the 
rapid rate at Which information becomes stale. In light of 
these considerations, the depicted implementation attempts 
to minimiZe the siZe of the tag 200 by using just a single digit 
for the year ?eld 202. If additional degrees of uniqueness are 
required, hoWever, a tWo digit year ?eld Would maintain 
uniqueness for 100 years, a three digit year ?eld Would 
guarantee uniqueness for 1000 years, and so forth. 

[0027] The three digit Julian date ?eld 203 uniquely 
indicates the day of year as a number betWeen 1 and 366 
inclusive. The Julian date bene?cially requires only 3 digits 
compared to the four digits necessary to specify a day of 
month (tWo digits) and a month (tWo digits). The hour ?eld 
204 speci?es the hour in military or 24-hour clock time 
While the minute and second ?elds 205 and 206 are self 
explanatory. 

[0028] The email type ?eld 207, as its name suggests, 
indicates the type of the email and more speci?cally for 
purposes of this invention, Whether the corresponding email 
is fully compliant With the described email tagging system. 
In one case of particular interest, the email type ?eld is a one 
digit or possibly even a 1-bit (binary) value that indicates 
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Whether the corresponding email is compliant or non-com 
pliant. A compliant email Would be an email, Whether 
original or responsive, generated by an application that 
supports the described email tagging and that is With-history 
in the case of responsive emails. A non-compliant email 
indication Would be assigned to an email received from an 
application that did not support the described email tagging 
mechanism or to a responsive email that Was Without 
history. Email type ?eld 207 might convey additional infor 
mation such as Whether a response is a reply or forWard, 
Whether a response contains any previous attachments, and 
so forth depending upon the implementation. In the illus 
trated example, email type ?eld 207 is a single digit ?eld that 
is assigned a value of “N” for original emails and With 
history responsive emails, While an “R” is assigned for 
Without history responsive emails and emails received from 
non-supported applications. 

[0029] Although a speci?c implementation has been 
described for the base portion 210 of an email tag 200 
according to the present invention, other tagging schemes 
are Within the scope of the present invention. HoWever, a 
signi?cant characteristic of the tagging method and mecha 
nism under discussion that preferably should be duplicated 
in any other implementation is that the tag is able to uniquely 
identify the email itself, all of the email’s direct ancestors, 
and all of the email’s relatives. 

[0030] For purposes of this disclosure, a direct ancestor of 
a particular email is any email in the chain of emails that 
preceded the particular email. Referring to FIG. 1, for 
eXample, the direct ancestors of email 107 include email 
106, email 104, email 102, and email 101. Any such group 
ing of an email and all of its direct ancestors is referred to 
herein as a branch. An email’s relatives, in contrast, refers to 
all emails that can trace their origin to a common email. 
Stated alternatively, an email’s relatives include all emails 
that comprise an interactive communication such as inter 
active email communication 100 in FIG. 1. The ability of 
the email tagging mechanism proposed herein to uniquely 
identify an email and its ancestors and relatives provides the 
foundation for functionality that permits a user to manage 
interactive email communication sessions or sequences as a 
set of related communications. 

[0031] Referring again to FIG. 2 and to the illustrative 
eXample depicted in FIG. 3, identifying an email and its 
ancestors and relatives is achieved according to the present 
invention using email tags 200 that include a base portion 
210 and indeX portion 220 as depicted in FIG. 2. In the 
implementation described above With respect to FIG. 6, the 
base portion 210 is a ?Xed length character string that is 
determined When an original email is composed and that 
uniquely identi?es the original email. Because all emails 
Within an interactive email communication are descended 
from a common original email, the base portion 210 of the 
tags 200 for all emails Within a particular interactive email 
communication is the same (With the eXception of Without 
history responses as described beloW). 

[0032] In one embodiment, indeX portion 220 is a variable 
length character string that is appended to base portion 210. 
IndeX portion 220 is preferably determined by appending a 
?Xed length character string to the indeX portion 220 of the 
email’s parent (the email’s immediate direct ancestor). The 
indeX portion 220 of an original email is empty. For each 
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“?rst generation” email (an email directly responsive to an 
original email), index portion 220 is a unique n-character 
string. For each second-generation email (an email directly 
responsive to a ?rst generation email), index portion 220 is 
a 2n-character string, Where the ?rst “n” characters of the 
string is the index portion 220 of the email’s parent and the 
second “n” characters is unique to the particular itself. For 
a third-generation email, index portion 220 is a 3n-character 
string having a unique n-character string appended to the 
2n-character index portion of the email’s parent, and so forth 
for subsequent generations of emails. 

[0033] In the implementation illustrated in FIG. 3, “n” is 
equal to 2 so that the email tag for each ?rst generation email 
has a 2-character index portion, the tag for each second 
generation email has a 4-character index portion, and so 
forth. The 2-character index strings appended to each neW 
email may be randomly generated values. It is believed that 
a tWo character string provides adequate assurance of 
uniqueness since a 2-character string comprised of only 
numbers and letters can represent 1296 (362) values, Which 
is suf?cient for most applications (i.e., rarely does any 
particular email generate anything approaching 1300 direct 
responses). If, hoWever, a particular application requires 
additional levels of index uniqueness, 3-character (or more) 
strings may be appended to each email. 

[0034] FIG. 3 depicts exemplary email tags 301 through 
310 corresponding to the email communications 101 
through 110 as depicted in FIG. 1. The email tag 301 for 
original email tag consists of a base portion derived as 
described above With respect to FIG. 6. Email tag 301 
includes a 3-character user-based portion “MMA” that rep 
resents the ?rst three characters of a particular author’s 
email address or user ID. Email tag 301 further includes a 
string of 10 characters that indicate the date and time When 
original email 101 Was created or sent (depending upon the 
implementation). The particular character string 3 167 14 32 
06, indicates that original email 101 Was created or sent in 
a year ending in “3” (e.g., 2003) on the 167th day of that year 
at 14:32:06 (6 seconds after 2:32 PM) of that day. The last 
character of email tag 301 (having a value of “N”) is 
discussed beloW. 

[0035] In FIG. 1, email 102 is the only ?rst generation 
email in interactive email communication 100 since no other 
emails Were directly responsive to original email 101. The 
email tag 302 corresponding to email 102 includes a base 
portion taken from email tag 301 and a 2-character, ran 
domly generated index portion having a value of “A2.” If 
additional ?rst generation responses Were made, each Would 
have its oWn unique 2-character index portion appended to 
the base portion MMA3167143206N. 

[0036] Email 102 in FIG. 1 prompted tWo direct 
responses, namely, email 103 and email 104. The email tags 
303 and 304 for these second generation responses includes 
the base portion of original email 101, the index portion of 
their parent email (i.e., the “A2” of email 102) and unique 
2-character strings appended thereto (“3Q” for tag 303 and 
“B9” for tag 304). Email 104 prompted tWo third-generation 
emails 105 and 106 Whose email tags 305 and 306 have 
index portions “A2B93K” and “A2B96Z” respectively 
derived by appending randomly generated 2-character 
strings to the index portion of email tag 304. Finally, email 
106 prompted a fourth generation email 107 Whose index 
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portion is an 8-character string determined by appending the 
randomly generated 2-character string “4P” to the index 
portion of email tag 306 (“A2B96Z”). 

[0037] Referring to email 109 and its corresponding email 
tag 309, email 109 represents a Without-history reply to 
email 107. A Without-history reply, as its name implies, is a 
reply that does not contain the content (body) of its direct 
ancestors. It is useful to identify Without-history replies as 
such because there is a useful presumption in some appli 
cations involving management of related emails that each 
email contains all of the content of its predecessors. This 
presumption is useful because, When true, it enables a user 
to determine all of the information in a particular branch of 
an interactive communication by looking only at the last 
generation email in the branch. Thus, for example, email 107 
contains all of the content of emails 106, 104, 102, and 101. 

[0038] When the With-history presumption is not true 
because a reply is Without-history, the implementation illus 
trated in FIG. 3 and FIG. 6 notates the email With a tag 200 
that includes an “R” in the email type ?eld 207. Thus, the 
base portion of email tag 309 is modi?ed from the base 
portion of original email tag 301 by replacing the last 
character “N” With an “R.” Email tag 309 still includes the 
portion of email tag 301 that uniquely identi?es original 
email 101 and, more generally, interactive email communi 
cation 100 so that email 109 is identi?ed as belonging to or 
being a part of interactive email communication 101. 

[0039] A tagging convention similar to that described for 
email 109 applies to responsive emails that originate from an 
application that does not support the tagging mechanism of 
the present invention. The email tagging mechanism of the 
present might be implemented as an extension of existing 
email protocols. In such cases, it is important to implement 
the tagging mechanism in a manner that does not prevent 
communication With persons using non-supported email 
applications. The emails tags 301 through 310 described 
herein might, for example, be embedded Within a user 
de?nable ?eld in a header of the email (that is preferably 
ignored by non-supported applications), appended to the 
body of the email analogous to an attachment, or in another 
manner that does not con?ict With existing email protocols, 
services, and applications. 

[0040] When a responsive email is received from a person 
using a non-supported application, an email tag might be 
assigned to the email by the recipient application. Assuming 
that the email tag in the original email, is implemented in a 
manner that is transparent to the non-supported application, 
the responsive email returned by the non-supported appli 
cation should retain the original email tag. In this case, the 
support application might modify the email tag of the 
responsive email by converting the email type ?eld from 
“N” to “R” in the same manner as Was done for the 

Without-history reply 109. In other implementation, different 
designators may be used to identify cases of Without-history 
responses generated by supported applications from 
responses generated by non-supported applications. 

[0041] Returning to the case of the Without-history reply 
109, the implementation depicted in FIG. 1 and FIG. 3 
appends a 2-character index portion (having a value of “DE” 
to the modi?ed base portion (the base portion containing the 
“R” value in the email type ?eld). The index portion ensures 
(or is highly likely to ensure) uniqueness of the email tag for 
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email 109. When an email 110 is generated in response to 
email 109, the tag 310 for email 110 is derived by appending 
an additional 2-character string to the index portion of tag 
309 as Was done for the email tags 302 through 307 
described above. Note that the base portion of email tag 310 
retains the “R” value in the email type ?eld to convey that 
email 110, like its parent email 109, does not contain 
historical content. 

[0042] Portions of the present invention are most likely 
embodied as a sequence or set of computer executable 
instructions (computer softWare) for tagging email commu 
nications and using the emails tags to manage interactive or 
otherWise related email communication. In such embodi 
ments, the softWare may be stored on a computer readable 
medium such as a hard disk, ?oppy diskette, CD ROM, 
magnetic tape, or other form of persistent storage. During 
times When such softWare is being executed by a computer, 
portions of the softWare may reside in a volatile computer 
readable medium such as a DRAM-based system memory or 
an SRAM-based cache memory. 

[0043] Referring noW to FIG. 4, a How diagram illustrat 
ing one embodiment of a method or process 400 for tagging 
email communications according to the present invention is 
depicted. In the depicted embodiment, method 400 includes 
an initial block 402 Where, in response to the creation of an 
email, it is determined Whether the created email is an 
original email or a responsive email. If the email is an 
original email, an original email tag is generated in block 
410. Generation of the original tag in block 410 is preferably 
achieved by generating a tag such as email tag 200 described 
in FIG. 2 and FIG. 6. The original email tag is preferably 
highly unique (i.e., able to uniquely identify the correspond 
ing email) and may include elements derived from the 
author of the original email and a time stamp associated With 
the original email. The original tag is then incorporated 
(block 412) into or otherWise associated With the original 
email. As indicated previously, the email tag may be 
included in the header or body of the email or appended to 
the body analogous to an attachment. Associating the email 
tag With the email is preferably done Wherein the email tag 
does not prevent the email from being distributed and 
accessed via legacy email protocols and applications. 

[0044] If it is determined in block 402 that the email being 
created is a responsive email such as a reply email or a 
forWarding email, the email tag is retrieved (block 404) from 
the parent email Where the parent email is the email to email 
under discussion is responding. The retrieved email is then 
modi?ed as represented by block 406. Modi?cation of the 
retrieved email preferably results in a modi?ed email having 
at least three signi?cant characteristics. First, the modi?ed 
email tag is capable of uniquely identifying the neWly 
created email. In addition, the modi?ed email tag should be 
able to identify the direct ancestors of the neWly created 
email as Well as all other relatives of the neWly created 
email. 

[0045] The implementation illustrated and described With 
respect to FIG. 3, achieves these results using a base portion 
of the email tag that is retained and remains unmodi?ed by 
all emails (excluding Without-history emails) descending 
from a particular original email and by appending an index 
portion to the base portion for all responsive emails. The 
index portion of any responsive email is derived in one 
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embodiment by appending a unique character string to the 
index portion of the email’s parent email such as Was 
illustrated and described above With respect to FIG. 3. In 
this manner, the base portion identi?es all of the email’s 
relatives (by identifying the original email), the index por 
tion as a Whole uniquely identi?es the email under construc 
tion, and the index components identify the direct ancestors 
of the email. 

[0046] Email tagging as described above results in a 
collection or database of email communications that include 
email tags created in the described manner. One aspect of the 
invention is the use of the described email tags to facilitate 
email management tasks, especially tasks that are directed at 
managing related emails such as interactive email commu 
nications. Illustration of this aspect of the invention is 
attempted in FIG. 5, Where an exemplary user interface 500, 
suitable for use in conjunction With tagged email commu 
nications, is depicted. 

[0047] The depicted implementation of interface 500 
includes a email inventory or database WindoW 502 and a 
secondary WindoW 504. Database WindoW 502 includes 
elements found in most conventional email applications. 
WindoW 502 displays a collection 506 of email communi 
cations as a list of entries 503. Each entry 503 include 
different ?elds such as the sender’s email address or user ID, 
the subject line of the email, the date sent, date received, siZe 
of the email, and so forth. The collection 506 of emails 
displayed by interface 500 might represent a subset of all the 
user’s emails. The email application, for example, might 
incorporate folders such as an inbox folder, outbox folder, 
sent folder, draft folder, and trash folder. The user might 
create additional folders as Well including folders for par 
ticular clients, projects, and so forth. For use in the context 
of the present invention, each email is tagged according to 
the technique described herein. 

[0048] As shoWn in FIG. 5, a particular entry 508 has been 
selected and highlighted, presumably by a user interested in 
that email communication. User interface 500 provides 
features that facilitate management of interactive email 
communications. Speci?cally interface 500 includes a func 
tion button 510 that enables a user to generate a “family 
tree” that graphically depicts the selected email 508 in 
relation to all of the emails in the same family as email 508. 

[0049] For purposes of illustrating the features of interface 
500, the selected email 508 represents email 106 shoWn in 
FIG. 1. When a user selects email 508 and asserts or clicks 
the family tree function button 510, a graphical representa 
tion of the interactive email communication of Which 
selected email 508 belongs is displayed in the secondary 
WindoW 504. The family tree vieW of interactive email 
communication 100 (FIG. 1) shoWs each email in the 
communication in relation to each of the other emails. The 
graphical representation shoWn in secondary WindoW 504 
enables the user to visualiZe the selected email in relation to 
all other emails belonging to the same communication. 

[0050] In addition, the implementation of secondary Win 
doW 504 shoWn in FIG. 5 presents the user With additional 
functionality for managing interactive email communica 
tions. Speci?cally, secondary WindoW 504 presents the user 
With a re-attach function button 514, a trim selected branch 
function button 516, a trim all branch button 518, and a 
delete tree function button 520. The re-attach function 
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button 514 is con?gured to incorporate all historical attach 
ments to the last email in a particular branch. More speci? 
cally, email attachments may or may not be included in 
responsive emails. It is commonplace, for example, for 
many email applications to omit attachments in reply emails 
under the assumption that the recipient of the reply email 
already has the attachment. Thus, the “tip” of any branch of 
emails (i.e., the highest generation email in a particular 
branch) may or may not include all of the documents that 
Were attached in any of the emails from Which the tip email 
is descended. Reattach function button 514, When asserted 
causes the email application to search all of the emails in a 
branch for attachments and to incorporate those attachments 
into the last generation email of the branch (assuming that 
the historical attachments have not been deleted or made 
otherWise inaccessible or undetectable). 

[0051] The trim selected branches function button 516 and 
the trim all branches function button 518 provide differing 
scopes of similar functionality. An email branch is trimmed 
according to the present invention, by deleting all emails in 
a branch except the last generation email (Which is presumed 
to contain all of the content of the entire branch). If, for 
example, the user clicks trim selected function button 516 
While email 106 is selected, one embodiment of the user 
interface Would delete all emails in the branch except the last 
generation email. Trimming bene?cially reduces duplicative 
copies of emails communications thereby conserving valu 
able disk space. Another implementation might delete all 
emails in the branch except the selected email and its 
descendants. In the ?rst implementation, selecting entry 508 
(email 106) in database WindoW 502 and clicking trim 
selected function button 516 in secondary WindoW 504 
Would result in the deletion of emails 106, 104, 102, and 
101, Which represent the direct ancestors of the last genera 
tion email (email 107) belonging to the branch of Which the 
selected email (email 106) belongs. In the second imple 
mentation, selecting email 508 and clicking trim selected 
function button 516 Would delete emails 104, 102, and 101 
(the direct ancestors of the selected email). 

[0052] The trim-all function button 518 deletes all emails 
belonging to the selected email’s family except for the last 
generation emails of each branch. Asserting trim-all function 
button 518 in the illustrated example Would result in the 
deletion of all of the emails shoWn in secondary WindoW 504 
except for emails 103, 105, 107, and 110. This feature 
bene?cially produces the minimum set of emails from Which 
the entire interactive communication can be thereby con 
serving maximum disk space Without loss of information. 
The trim functions of buttons 516 and 518 might incorporate 
an internal re-attach function to prevent unintended loss of 
attachment information When a branch is trimmed. The 
delete tree function button 520, When asserted deletes all 
emails in the family, With the possible exception of the 
highlight email depending upon the implementation. 

[0053] All of the function buttons shoWn in FIG. 5 rely on 
the email tagging mechanism of the present invention. By 
conveying information about an email’s identity, the identity 
of all emails in a branch or chain of emails and all emails 
descended from a common original email, the emails tag 
ging mechanism permits the user interface to manipulate 
families and branches of emails. 

[0054] It Will be apparent to those skilled in the art having 
the bene?t of this disclosure, therefore, that a mechanism for 
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tagging email communications to facilitate email commu 
nication management is disclosed and enabled. It is under 
stood that the form of the invention shoWn and described in 
the detailed description and the draWings are to be taken 
merely as presently preferred examples. It is intended that 
the folloWing claims be interpreted broadly to embrace all 
the variations of the preferred embodiments disclosed. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A computer program product comprising computer 

executable instructions for managing email communication, 
said instructions stored on a computer readable medium, 
comprising: 

computer code means, responsive to creation of an email 
communication, for determining Whether the email 
communication is an original email or a responsive 

email; 
computer code means, responsive to determining that the 

email is an original email, for generating an original 
email tag to be associated With the email and including 
the tag in the email Wherein the original email tag 
uniquely identi?es the corresponding email; and 

responsive to determining that the email is a responsive 
email: 

computer code means for retrieving an email tag from 
a parent email, Wherein the parent email is the 
immediate direct ancestor of the responsive email; 
and 

computer code means for modifying the retrieved tag 
and including the modi?ed tag in the responsive 
email communication, Wherein the modi?ed tag 
uniquely identi?es the responsive email and all direct 
ancestors of the responsive email. 

2. The computer code means of claim 1, Wherein the code 
means for generating the original email tag comprise code 
means for including in the original email tag a base portion 
having information indicative of a time stamp associated 
With the original email and further indicative of the author 
of the original email. 

3. The computer code means of claim 2, Wherein the code 
means for modifying the retrieved tag includes code means 
for appending a character string to the retrieved tag, Wherein 
the content of the retrieved tag is retained in the modi?ed 
tag. 

4. The computer code means of claim 2, Wherein the 
retrieved tag includes the base portion of the original email 
tag and an index portion and Wherein the code means for 
modifying the retrieved tag comprises code means for 
modifying only the index portion of the retrieved tag. 

5. The computer code means of claim 4, Wherein the code 
means for modifying the index portion comprises code 
means for appending a character string to the index portion 
of the retrieved tag, Wherein the index portion of the 
modi?ed tag includes the index portion of retrieved tag. 

6. The computer code means of claim 5, Wherein the code 
means for appending a character string to the indexed 
portion of the retrieved tag comprises code means for 
appending a n-bit character string, Wherein n is an integer 
greater than one and less than ?ve. 

7. The computer code means of claim 1, further compris 
ing, responsive to a user submitting a vieW tree request via 
a user interface, computer code means for using the email 
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tags to determine all emails related to a selected email and 
displaying all the related emails in a graphical manner 
emphasizing the relationship among the related emails. 

8. The computer code means of claim 7, further compris 
ing, responsive to a user submitting a trim branch request via 
the user interface, computer code means for using the emails 
tags to determine all emails in an email branch of Which the 
selected email is a part and deleting all emails in the branch 
eXcept a last generation email of the branch. 

9. The computer code means of claim 8, further compris 
ing, responsive to a user submitting a re-attach request via 
the user interface, computer code means for using the emails 
tags to determine all emails in the email branch of a selected 
email and attaching to the last generation email in the branch 
all email attachments contained in the emails comprising the 
branch. 

10. The computer code means of claim 1, further com 
prising, responsive to determining that a responsive email is 
a Without-history response: 

computer code means for retrieving the email tag from the 
parent email; and 

computer code means for modifying the retrieved tag and 
including the modi?ed tag in the responsive email 
communication, Wherein the modi?ed tag uniquely 
identi?es the responsive email and the original email. 

11. A computer program product for managing interactive 
email communications, comprising: 

computer code means for including in an original email an 
original email tag highly likely to uniquely identify the 
original email; 

computer code means for including in an email descended 
from the original email an email tag that includes the 
original email tag and an indeX portion appended to the 
original email tag, Wherein the indeX portion indicates 
the identity of the corresponding email and the identify 
of each direct ancestor of the corresponding email. 

12. The computer program product of claim 11, Wherein 
the code means for including the original email tag in the 
original email includes code means for generating an email 
tag based an indicator of the author of the original email and 
on a time stamp associated With the original email. 
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13. The computer program product of claim 12, Wherein 
the code means for including the email tag in the descendant 
email, code means for appending a character string of an 
indeX portion of a parent email of the descendant email. 

14. The computer program product of claim 13, Wherein 
the character string appended to the indeX of the parent email 
is a randomly generated 2-character string. 

15. The computer program product of claim 11, Wherein 
the email tag of the original email is a ?Xed-length character 
string and Wherein the indeX portion is a variable length 
character string having a length dependent on a generation 
level of the descendant email. 

16. A computer program product for managing email 
communications, comprising: 

computer code means for including an email tag in an 
email communication, Wherein the email tag uniquely 
identi?es the email communication and an email fam 
ily, if any, of Which the email communication is a part; 

computer code means for providing a user With an inter 
face con?gured to use the email tags to permit the user 
to vieW the email family in a graphical manner illus 
trating the relationship among email communications 
in the email family. 

17. The computer program product of claim 16, Wherein 
the email tag further identi?es direct email ancestors, if any, 
of the email communication. 

18. The computer program product of claim 17, Wherein 
the interface is further con?gured to use the emails tags to 
permit the user to trim an email branch, consisting of a last 
generation email and all director ancestor emails of the last 
generation email, by deleting all emails of the branch eXcept 
the last generation email. 

19. The computer program product of claim 18, Wherein 
the interface is further con?gured to use the emails tags to 
permit the user to attach to the last generation email, 
attachments of all emails in the email branch. 

20. The computer program product of claim 19, Wherein 
the interface is further con?gured to use the email tags to 
permit the user trim all email branches of an email family 
and to delete an entire email family. 

* * * * * 


